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State Department reveals much about the
extent to which government-produced news
accounts have seeped into the broader news
media landscape.

The explanation begins inside the White
House, where the president’s communica-
tions advisers devised a strategy after Sept.
11, 2001, to encourage supportive news cov-
erage of the fight against terrorism. The
idea, they explained to reporters at the time,
was to counter charges of American impe-
rialism by generating accounts that empha-
sized American efforts to liberate and re-
build Afghanistan and Iraq.

An important instrument of this strategy
was the Office of Broadcasting Services, a
State Department unit of 30 or so editors and
technicians whose typical duties include dis-
tributing video from news conferences. But
in early 2002, with close editorial direction
from the White House, the unit began pro-
ducing narrated feature reports, many of
them promoting American achievements in
Afghanistan and Iraq and reinforcing the ad-
ministration’s rationales for the invasions.
These reports were then widely distributed
in the United States and around the world
for use by local television stations. In all,
the State Department has produced 59 such
segments.

United States law contains provisions in-
tended to prevent the domestic dissemina-
tion of government propaganda. The 1948
Smith-Mundt Act, for example, allows Voice
of America to broadcast progovernment news
to foreign audiences, but not at home. Yet
State Department officials said that law
does not apply to the Office of Broadcasting
Services. In any event, said Richard A. Bou-
cher, a State Department spokesman: ‘‘Our
goal is to put out facts and the truth. We’re
not a propaganda agency.’”’

Even so, as a senior department official,
Patricia Harrison, told Congress last year,
the Bush administration has come to regard
such ‘‘good news’ segments as ‘‘powerful
strategic tools” for influencing public opin-
ion. And a review of the department’s seg-
ments reveals a body of work in sync with
the political objectives set forth by the
White House communications team after 9/
11.

In June 2003, for example, the unit pro-
duced a segment that depicted American ef-
forts to distribute food and water to the peo-
ple of southern Iraq. ‘‘After living for dec-
ades in fear, they are now receiving assist-
ance—and building trust—with their coali-
tion liberators,” the unidentified narrator
concluded.

Several segments focused on the liberation
of Afghan women, which a White House
memo from January 2003 singled out as a
“prime example’” of how ‘“White House-led
efforts could facilitate strategic, proactive
communications in the war on terror.”

Tracking precisely how a ‘‘good news’ re-
port on Afghanistan could have migrated to
Memphis from the State Department is far
from easy. The State Department typically
distributes its segments via satellite to
international news organizations like Reu-
ters and Associated Press Television News,
which in turn distribute them to the major
United States networks, which then trans-
mit them to local affiliates.

““Once these products leave our hands, we
have no control,” Robert A. Tappan, the
State Department’s deputy assistant sec-
retary for public affairs, said in an interview.
The department, he said, never intended its
segments to be shown unedited and without
attribution by local news programs. ‘“We do
our utmost to identify them as State Depart-
ment-produced products.”

Representatives for the networks insist
that government-produced reports are clear-
ly labeled when they are distributed to affili-
ates. Yet with segments bouncing from sat-
ellite to satellite, passing from one news or-
ganization to another, it is easy to see the
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potential for confusion. Indeed, in response
to questions from The Times, Associated
Press Television News acknowledged that
they might have distributed at least one seg-
ment about Afghanistan to the major United
States networks without identifying it as
the product of the State Department. A
spokesman said it could have ‘‘slipped
through our net because of a sourcing error.”

Kenneth W. Jobe, vice president for news
at WHBQ in Memphis, said he could not ex-
plain how his station came to broadcast the
State Department’s segment on Afghan
women. ‘‘It’s the same piece, there’s no mis-
taking it,”” he said in an interview, insisting
that it would not happen again.

Mr. Jobe, who was not with WHBQ in 2002,
said the station’s script for the segment has
no notes explaining its origin. But Tish
Clark Dunning said it was her impression at
the time that the Afghan segment was her
station’s version of one done first by net-
work correspondents at either Fox News or
CNN. It is not unusual, she said, for a local
station to take network reports and then
give them a hometown look.

“I didn’t actually go to Afghanistan,” she
said. “I took that story and reworked it. I
had to do some research on my own. I re-
member looking on the Internet and finding
out how it all started as far as women cov-
ering their faces and everything.”

At the State Department, Mr. Tappan said
the broadcasting office is moving away from
producing narrated feature segments. In-
stead, the department is increasingly sup-
plying only the ingredients for reports—
sound bites and raw video. Since the shift, he
said, even more State Department material
is making its way into news broadcasts.

MEETING A NEED: RISING BUDGET PRESSURES,

READY-TO-RUN SEGMENTS

WCIA is a small station with a big job in
central Illinois.

Each weekday, WCIA’s news department
produces a three-hour morning program, a
noon broadcast and three evening programs.
There are plans to add a 9 p.m. broadcast.
The staff, though, has been cut to 37 from 39.
“We are doing more with the same,” said
Jim P. Gee, the news director.

Farming is crucial in Mr. Gee’s market,
yet with so many demands, he said, ‘It is
hard for us to justify having a reporter just
focusing on agriculture.”’

To fill the gap, WCIA turned to the Agri-
culture Department, which has assembled
one of the most effective public relations op-
erations inside the federal government. The
department has a Broadcast Media and Tech-
nology Center with an annual budget of $3.2
million that each year produces some 90
“mission messages’’ for local stations—most-
ly feature segments about the good works of
the Agriculture Department.

“I don’t want to use the word ‘filler,” per
se, but they meet a need we have,” Mr. Gee
said.

The Agriculture Department’s two full-
time reporters, Bob Ellison and Pat O’Leary,
travel the country filing reports, which are
vetted by the department’s office of commu-
nications before they are distributed via sat-
ellite and mail. Alisa Harrison, who oversees
the communications office, said Mr. Ellison
and Mr. O’Leary provide unbiased, balanced
and accurate coverage.

“They cover the secretary just like any
other reporter,” she said.

Invariably, though, their segments offer
critic-free accounts of the department’s poli-
cies and programs. In one report, Mr. Ellison
told of the agency’s efforts to help Florida
clean up after several hurricanes.

“They’ve done a fantastic job,” a grateful
local official said in the segment.

More recently, Mr. Ellison reported that
Mike Johanns, the new agriculture sec-
retary, and the White House were deter-
mined to reopen Japan to American beef
products. Of his new boss, Mr. Ellison re-
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ported, ‘“He called Bush the best envoy in
the world.”

WCIA, based in Champaign, has run 26 seg-
ments made by the Agriculture Department
over the past three months alone. Or put an-
other way, WCIA has run 26 reports that did
not cost it anything to produce.

Mr. Gee, the news director, readily ac-
knowledges that these accounts are not ex-
actly independent, tough-minded journalism.
But, he added: “We don’t think they’re prop-
aganda. They meet our journalistic stand-
ards. They’re informative. They’re bal-
anced.”

More than a year ago, WCIA asked the Ag-
riculture Department to record a special
sign-off that implies the segments are the
work of WCIA reporters. So, for example, in-
stead of closing his report with “I'm Bob
Ellison, reporting for the U.S.D.A.,”” Mr.
Ellison says, ‘“With the U.S.D.A., I'm Bob
Ellison, reporting for ‘The Morning Show.””’

Mr. Gee said the customized sign-off helped
raise ‘‘awareness of the name of our sta-
tion.”” Could it give viewers the idea that Mr.
Ellison is reporting on location with the
U.S.D.A. for WCIA? “We think viewers can
make up their own minds,”” Mr. Gee said.

Ms. Harrison, the Agriculture Department
press secretary, said the WCIA sign-off was
an exception. The general policy, she said, is
to make clear in each segment that the re-
porter works for the department. In any
event, she added, she did not think there was
much potential for viewer confusion. “It’s
pretty clear to me,” she said.

THE ‘GOOD NEWS’ PEOPLE: A MENU OF REPORTS
FROM MILITARY HOT SPOTS

The Defense Department is working hard
to produce and distribute its own news seg-
ments for television audiences in the United
States.

The Pentagon Channel, available only in-
side the Defense Department last year, is
now being offered to every cable and sat-
ellite operator in the United States. Army
public affairs specialists, equipped with port-
able satellite transmitters, are roaming war
zones in Afghanistan and Iraq, beaming news
reports, raw video and interviews to TV sta-
tions in the United States. All a local news
director has to do is log on to a military-
financed ~Web site, www.dvidshub.net.,
browse a menu of segments and request a
free satellite feed.

Then there is the Army and Air Force
Hometown News Service, a unit of 40 report-
ers and producers set up to send local sta-
tions news segments highlighting the accom-
plishments of military members.

“We’re the ‘good news’ people,” said Larry
W. Gilliam, the unit’s deputy director.

Each year, the unit films thousands of sol-
diers sending holiday greetings to their
hometowns. Increasingly, the unit also pro-
duces news reports that reach large audi-
ences. The 50 stories it filed last year were
broadcast 236 times in all, reaching 41 mil-
lion households in the United States.

The news service makes it easy for local
stations to run its segments unedited. Re-
porters, for example, are never identified by
their military titles. “We know if we put a
rank on there they’re not going to put it on
their air,”” Mr. Gilliam said.

Each account is also specially tailored for
local broadcast. A segment sent to a station
in Topeka, Kan., would include an interview
with a service member from there. If the
same report is sent to Oklahoma City, the
soldier is switched out for one from Okla-
homa City. “We try to make the individual
soldier a star in their hometown,” Mr.
Gilliam said, adding that segments were dis-
tributed only to towns and cities selected by
the service members interviewed.



